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1. Introduction 

This geographic names standardization policy has been prepared as an aid to those geographic 
names experts who are the working staff for the United States Board on Geographic Names (BGN) 
in the standardization of the geographic names of the Cook Islands for United States Government 
use. The BGN and its staff work to effect consistent treatment of geographic name spellings in 
US Government databases, publications, maps, and charts. The country policies are intended to 
satisfy, in part, the statutory requirements levied upon the BGN in Public Law USC 80-242 to 
develop principles, policies and procedures for geographic names standardization, and to 
promulgate decisions with respect to the principles of geographic nomenclature and 
orthography. 

2. Languages and Language Policy  

a. Demographics 

The Cook Islands–about thirty percent larger in land area than Washington, DC–is a self-
governing country in free association with New Zealand, which is responsible for the island 
nation’s defense and foreign affairs. Cook Islanders are also citizens of New Zealand. As of 
December 1, 2016, the Cook Islands has a population of 14,802, of whom 13,315 are Cook Islands 
nationals.1 Of the rest, 465 come from Fiji; 327, from the Philippines; 193, from Australia; 72, 
from France and French Polynesia; 195, from other Pacific Islands; and 235, from the rest of the 
world. The country consists of 15 islands and atolls of area 236 km² spread across 1.8 million km² 
(EEZ) of the Pacific Ocean. Because of greater educational and employment opportunities 
overseas, about 87 percent of the population has emigrated from the Cook Islands, mostly to 
New Zealand.2 

b. Language 

Per Te Reo Maori Act 2003, Cook Islands Māori (henceforth, CIM; ISO-693-3 code ‘rar’) and 
English (ISO-693-3 code ‘eng’) are the official languages of the Cook Islands. 3  CIM is an 
Austronesian language of the Eastern Polynesian family, Tahitic subgroup, and is closely related 
to New Zealand Māori. Most Cook Islanders speak English, with younger generations shifting 
toward use of that language over CIM and other native languages and dialects in all contexts.4 

                                                      
1 All demographic statistics from: Ministry of Finance and Economic Management, Government of the Cook Islands, ‘Census 2016.’ 
English. <http://www.mfem.gov.ck/statistics/census-and-surveys/census/142-census-2016> Accessed October 4, 2019. 
2 Around 65,000 ethnic Cook Islanders live in New Zealand, 40,000, in Australia, and 9,000, in Tahiti. See: Crocombe, Ron, Makiuti 
Tongia, and Tepoave Araitia. ‘Absentee Landowners in the Cook Islands: Consequences of Change to Tradition.’ In Making Land 
Work, Volume Two. Case Study 8. The Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (2008).  English. 
<https://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/making-land-work.aspx> Accessed October 4, 2019. The total island 
population has declined since peaking in 1971 (21,322). 
3  Pacific Islands Legal Information Institute, ‘Cook Islands Sessional Legislation: Te Reo Maori Act 2003.’ English. 
<http://www.paclii.org/ck/legis/num_act/trma2003130/> Accessed October 4, 2019. 
4 Television and radio programs broadcast in the Cook Islands originate from New Zealand, as do most tourists. About 90 percent 
of Cook Islanders can speak or read/write in both CIM and English. For fuller discussions of the use and status of CIM and English 
from first European contact to the present, see: Frances, Edwards. ‘Tracing Language Use and Policy in Cook Islands’ Schools: 

http://www.mfem.gov.ck/statistics/census-and-surveys/census/142-census-2016
https://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Pages/making-land-work.aspx
http://www.paclii.org/ck/legis/num_act/trma2003130/
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Linguists and native speakers recognize four major, mutually intelligible CIM dialects: 
Rarotongan, Aitutaki, Mangaian, and Ngā Pū Toru, the latter spoken on the Southern Cook Islands 
of Aitutaki and Mangaia, and among the Ngā Pū Toru group (‘Ātiu, Ma‘uke, Miti‘āro, and 
Takutea). 

c. Geographic Names Standardization  

No government entity is responsible for standardizing Cook Islands geographic names; however, 
efforts are underway to promote a standardized CIM orthography.5  In February 2012, the Cook 
Islands Minister of Culture announced the revival of the Māori Language Commission (Te Kopapa 
Reo Māori), whose mission is to preserve and promote CIM, as well as to create and maintain a 
national orthographic standard. The Commission recommends spelling of CIM words and names 
as found in the Cook Islands Maori Dictionary (Buse with Taringa, 1996) the most comprehensive 
and authoritative lexicon of the language. Names in this policy come from official maps and 
government documents but have sometimes been adjusted to comport with spelling in the 
Dictionary.6  

3. Toponymic Policies 

a. Orthography 

The CIM alphabet consists of twelve Latin letters, a digraph, and a glottal stop (amata, ‘ ): 

A a, E e, I i, K k, M m, N n, Ng ng7, O o, P p, R r, T t, U u, V v, and ‘ 

Vowels are pronounced with a short or long sound, the latter properly distinguished in script by 
a macron (mākarōna, ¯). Native Cook Islanders do not consistently use the mākarōna or the 
amata in print or in writing, relying upon context to convey intended meaning. The toponymist 
must do so. In CIM words, every syllable ends in a vowel, every vowel is pronounced, no 
diphthongs exist. 

b. Romanization 

CIM does not require romanization. 

                                                      
1827-2003.’ South Pacific Studies 36.2(2016): 57-78. Available via Kagoshima University Research Center for the Pacific Islands, 
‘Publications from the KURCPI.’ English, Japanese. <http://cpi.kagoshima-u.ac.jp/publications/publications.html>; Wiglesworth, 
Aileen K. Cook Islands Maori English: A Unique Language Variety from the South Pacific. Master’s thesis. American University, 
1996. Available via American University, ‘Digital Research Archive.’ English. <https://auislandora.wrlc.org/> Both accessed 
October 4, 2019. 
5 Somewhat complicating place name standardization: Families own most of the land in the Cook Islands, the government owns 
none, and rules of land tenure vary from island to island. In most cases, elders and chiefs uphold customary laws of land tenure, 
which cover ownership, transfer, and naming of features. 
6 Dr. Jasper Buse of the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) at the University of London compiled the dictionary from 
1957 until his death in 1985, collaborating with village elders and the Advisory Committee on Maori Language, precursor to Te 
Kopapa Reo Māori. Prof. Bruce Biggs (SOAS) and Rangi Moeka‘a, a native authority on CIM, edited the manuscript.  
7 The velar nasal / ŋ /, pronounced like ‘ng’ in English sing. 

http://cpi.kagoshima-u.ac.jp/publications/publications.html
https://auislandora.wrlc.org/
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c. Diacritics 

CIM geographic names may contain the following diacritics:  

Character Name Character Unicode Value 

A with macron, Latin capital letter Ā 0100 

A with macron, Latin small letter ā 0101 

E with macron, Latin capital letter Ē 0112 

E with macron, Latin small letter ē 0113 

I with macron, Latin capital letter Ī 012A 

I with macron, Latin small letter ī 012B 

O with macron, Latin capital letter Ō 014C 

O with macron, Latin small letter ō 014D 

U with macron, Latin capital letter Ū 016A 

U with macron, Latin small letter ū 016B 

Left Single Quotation Mark ‘ 2018 

d. Generic Terms  

A generic is a term used to describe a geographic feature, such as ‘river,’ ‘hill,’ or ‘lake’:  

 Te Rotonui (LK; te = ‘the,’ roto = ‘lake,’ nui = ‘great, vast’) 

 Maungatea (MT; maunga = ‘mountain,’ tea = ‘white’) 

 Te Kāinga (ISL ; te = ‘the,’ kāinga = ‘village’) 

If the term does not identify the actual feature, it should be considered a false generic and not 
be added to the generic field of the Geographic Names Database (GNDB). Generic terms are not 
collected for populated places. Appendix C displays common CIM generics found on maps. 

e. Macrons, Hyphenation, Capitalization, Reduplication, and Spelling 

Macrons 

Mark long vowels with a macron: 

 Veitatātei (SWMP) 

 Nū Turuma (LCTY)8 

Hyphenation 

Do not hyphenate CIM toponyms, even when they consist of more than one element:  

 Motu Ohou Kai Marau (RFC) 

 Ngati Vaikai (ADMD) 

                                                      
8 Nū from English ‘new’ 
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 Pokoinu i Raro (ADMD) 

Capitalization 

Capitalize the first letter of all CIM place names. The singular article te (‘a,’ ‘the’) and particle a 
must also be capitalized when in initial position9: 

 Ana o Ruarangi (LCTY) 

 Te Manga (MT) 

 A Moko (RFC)10 

Capitalize other parts of a place name if they are themselves proper names: 

 Motu o Poia (ISL) – Lit., ‘island of Poia,’ where Poia is a personal name 

 Te Mea a Tamaunu (RFC) – Lit., ‘the place of Tamaunu’ (‘Tamaunu’s place’), where Tamaunu 
is a personal name11 

 Tua i Te au Marau (RF) – Lit., ‘many kinds (au) of soldier fish (marau) outside the reef (tua)  

Do not capitalize the locative particle i (‘in,’ ‘on,’ ‘at,’ ‘by’) or the possessive particle o (‘of,’ 
‘belonging to’) when they appear in the middle of a place name: 

 Tara i Tokerau (ISL) 

 Pokoinu i Raro (ADMD) 

 Te Motu o Koa (LCTY) 

 Motu o Miritau (ISL) 

 Tua i o Tui (RF) 

Reduplication–repetition of all or part of a word to intensity, pluralize, or redefine–occurs in CIM, 
as in other Polynesian languages. The toponymist should consult Buse and Kloosterman 12 to 
decipher place name meaning, which will determine proper spelling: 

 Avaavaroa Passage (CHNM), from avaava, diminutive of ava (‘inlet,’ ‘bay,’ ‘passage’) + roa 
(‘long’) 

f. Long and Short Forms 

Long forms of Cook Islands geographic names are few, invariably consisting of a CIM (or foreign 
language) name and an English generic: 

                                                      
9 The plural marker nga occurs separately but once, in Nga Putoru (variant: Ngaputoru), the collective name for the three 
windward islands of ‘Ātiu, Ma‘uke, and Miti‘āro. Of prehistoric origin, the toponym is still used colloquially if not officially. 
10 The particle a precedes a place name when the toponym serves as subject of a verb. The seemingly truncated A Moko suggests 
that the feature may have had a longer name. 
11 Mea serves as a placeholder in speech when one momentarily forgets the correct word or name. Hence, Te Mea a Tamaunu 
may have had a different name in earlier times. 
12 Kloosterman, Alphons M.J. Discoverers of the Cook Islands and the Names They Gave. Cook Islands Library and Museum, 
Bulletin I, 1976. 
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 Long form: Rarotonga Island   Short form: Rarotonga 

 Long form: Pukapuka Atoll   Short form: Pukapuka 

 Long form: Suwarrow Atoll   Short form: Suwarrow13 

 Long form: Palmerston Island   Short form: Palmerston14 

Short forms of names may appear on maps and lists. Long and short forms of names of populated 
places are approved when supported by official evidence. In most instances, the short name 
should be ranked as the primary name. 

g. Abbreviations 

Abbreviations do not occur in CIM toponyms. 

h. Numbers 

Very few CIM geographic names contain numbers, cardinal or ordinal. When found, append the 
number–without separation or comma–to the modified element: 

 Avarua (LDNG, HBR, PPLCD) = Ava (‘passage,’ ‘reef channel’) + rua (‘two’) 

4. Political Geography Policy 

a. Country Name 

Approved name Cook Islands15 

b. Capital Name 

Approved name Avarua  

c. First-Order Administrative Divisions (ADM1) 

The Cook Islands has no ADM1s; per the Outer Islands Local Government Act, island councils 

                                                      
13 From Suvorov, Russian vessel commanded by Mikhail Lazarev, who discovered the uninhabited atoll September 17, 1814. The 
ship was named after General Alexander Suvorov, famed for several victories over the Ottomans during the Russo-Turkish War 
(1787-1792).  
14 So named for Henry Temple, 2nd Viscount Palmerston, first Lord of the Admiralty when James Cook discovered the then-
abandoned coral atoll June 16, 1774. 
15 The local variant, Kūki ‘Airani, is the CIM transliteration/translation of ‘Cook Islands.’ In March 2019, a committee of native 
historians and cultural experts began considering CIM alternatives. The committee hopes to find a name that expresses the island 
nation’s Christian religion, Māori heritage, and national pride, while remaining pronounceable. A referendum to change the 
current appellation was also held in 1994 but rejected. The name recalls Captain James Cook, British navigator who landed on 
several of the islands in 1773 and 1777. In 1824, Russian admiral and cartographer Adam Johann von Krusenstern honored Cook, 
who had died in 1779, by assigning the name ‘Cook Islands’ to those of the Southern Group. See: BBC News, ‘Cook Islands 
Considers Name Change to Reflect Heritage.’ October 4, 2019. <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-47468181>; Holson, 
Laura M. ‘Cook Islands Considers Dropping Its Colonial Name: “Now We Can Have a Name We Choose.”’ The New York Times. 
March 5, 2019. <https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/05/world/australia/cook-islands-name-change.html>; Conan, Neal. ‘Cook 
Islands Proposes Name Change.’ Hawai’i Public Radio. October 4, 2019. <https://www.hawaiipublicradio.org/post/pacific-news-
minute-cook-islands-proposes-name-change>. All English, all accessed October 4, 2019. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-47468181
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/03/05/world/australia/cook-islands-name-change.html
https://www.hawaiipublicradio.org/post/pacific-news-minute-cook-islands-proposes-name-change
https://www.hawaiipublicradio.org/post/pacific-news-minute-cook-islands-proposes-name-change
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‘assist the Government of the Cook Islands in the good rule and government of the island.’16 

Outer Island Councils 

Aitutaki Miti‘āro 

‘Ātiu Palmerston 

Mangaia Penrhyn 

Manihiki Pukapuka (includes Nassau and Suwarrow) 

Ma‘uke Rakahanga 

Rarotonga, the most populous of the Cook Islands, is divided into five electoral ‘ōire (districts) 
and fifty-four tapere (sub-districts), the latter of which are headed by an ariki (high chief, ruler 
over a tribe) or a mata‘iapo (chief, head of a sub-tribe): 

 

Source: Ministry of Justice/Te Tango Tutara o Te Ture, ‘Rarotonga Electoral Map.’ English. 
<http://www.justice.gov.ck/index.php/maps/official-map-of-rarotonga> Accessed October 4, 2019. 

d. Conventional Names 

The Cook Islands country file in the GNDB contains no conventional or anglicized variant names. 
To remove or add conventional and anglicized variant names, BGN approval is required. 

e. Unique Geopolitical Situations 

For the latest country-specific boundary dispute information, consult the U.S. Department of 

                                                      
16  Pacific Regional Data Repository, ‘Outer Islands Local Government Act 1987.’ English. 
<http://prdrse4all.spc.int/node/4/content/cook-islands-outer-islands-local-government-act-1987> The Pukapuka Island Council 
governs the island of Nassau and oversees Suwarrow, a coral atoll uninhabited save for the lone caretaker of a nature reserve. 

http://www.justice.gov.ck/index.php/maps/official-map-of-rarotonga
http://prdrse4all.spc.int/node/4/content/cook-islands-outer-islands-local-government-act-1987
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State Office of the Geographer and Global Issues: <internationalboundaries@state.gov>  

5. Source Material 

Maps 

Land Information New Zealand (Toitū te whenua)17 publishes the most authoritative maps of the 
Cook Islands, displaying roads, buildings, streams, reefs, plantations, and trees. Scale 1:25,000. 
See Appendix C for map details and publication years.  

<www.linz.govt.nz>  

The Cook Islands Ministry of Justice (Te Tango Tutara o Te Ture) recently published a virtual 
electoral map of Rarotonga, showing electoral boundaries and tapere, a traditional land 
subdivision, with names. Available on the Ministry website. 

<www.justice.gov.ck> 

Place Names 

Kloosterman, Alphons M.J. Discoverers of the Cook Islands and the Names They Gave. Cook 
Islands Library and Museum, Bulletin I, 1976. Painstakingly researched monograph on the 
etymologies of scores of Cook Islands place names, both CIM and European. 

Mataio, Ngatokorua and Saifullah Syed. Agriculture in the Cook Islands: New Directions. 
Rarotonga and Suva: Institute of Pacific Studies and the Cook Islands Centre of the University of 
the South Pacific, 1993. A study of agricultural practices on the Cook Islands. Contains several 
maps created from data provided by the Department of Lands and Survey (Rarotonga) and from 
aerial photographs (pp. 23-31).  

Dictionaries 

Hard copy CIM dictionaries are few, out of print, and expensive. Since 2013, the Cook Islands 
Ministry of Education, in partnership with the Auckland University of Technology, has transferred 
content of several dictionaries to the website, Cook Islands Languages. The site allows one to 
search for words in CIM or English, as well as in several other indigenous dialects and languages, 
including Aitutaki, ‘Ātiu, Mangaian, Manihiki, Penrhynese, Ma‘uke, Miti‘āro, and Pukapukan. 
Many entries are linked to native speaker audio files. Holdings are continuously updated. 

<http://cookislandsdictionary.com/>  

Buse, Jasper with Raututi Taringa (compilers), Bruce Biggs and Rangi Moeka‘a (editors). Cook 
Islands Maori Dictionary. Ministry of Education, Government of the Cook Islands, 1996. Contains 
several thousand entries distinguished by consistent use of the mākarōna and the amata. 
Orthography is that recommended by the Cook Islands Language Committee. Available in hard 
copy, on the Cook Islands Languages website, or as a free pdf download via the University of 
Hawai‘i at Mānoa: 

                                                      
17 Previously, the Department of Survey and Land (1987-1996) and the Lands and Survey Department (1876-1987) 

mailto:internationalboundaries@state.gov
http://www.linz.govt.nz/
http://www.justice.gov.ck/
http://cookislandsdictionary.com/
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<http://sealang.net/archives/pl/pdf/PL-C123.pdf> 

Grammar 

Nicholas, Sally Akevai Te Namu. Ko te Karāma o te Reo Māori o te Pae Tonga o Te Kuki Airani: A 
Grammar of Southern Cook Islands Māori. Dissertation, University of Auckland, 2016. Scholarly 
analysis of Southern CIM as spoken on Rarotonga, Aitutaki, ‘Ātiu, Maꞌuke, Miti‘aro, and Mangaia. 
Comprehensive, technical description of phonetics, phonology, morphology, and syntax; requires 
solid grounding in linguistic principles and theory. Available via the University of Auckland: 

<https://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/handle/2292/32929> 

  

http://sealang.net/archives/pl/pdf/PL-C123.pdf
https://researchspace.auckland.ac.nz/handle/2292/32929


FNC 402 
Approved 

10 

Appendix A: Generics in CIM-language Place Names 

Generic Translation Designation Code (DSG) 

akau reef RF 

ana cave CAVE 

‘are house HSE 

‘are ‘āpi‘i school SCH 

‘are pure church CH 

kāinga homestead, village PPL 

maunga 
hill HLL 

mountain MT 

one sand SAND 

‘ōtēra hotel HTL 

pāma, pāmu farm FRM 

puku hill HLL 

tā‘una reef RF 

roto lake LK 

uāpu18 wharf WHRF 

  

                                                      
18 From English ‘wharf’ 
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Appendix B: Map of the Cook Islands 

 
Source: Australian National University: Maps Online, ‘Cook Islands’ and ‘Pacific Ocean.’ English.  
<http://asiapacific.anu.edu.au/mapsonline/> Accessed October 4, 2019.  
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Appendix C:Maps of Cook Islands and Atolls 

The Northern Islands 
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The Southern Islands 
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Source: Department of Lands and Survey, New Zealand (Miti‘āro, 1983; Aitutaki, Rakahanga, 
1985; Mangaia, Manihiki, Manuae, Nassau, Palmerston, Pukapuka, Suwarrow, Takutea, 1986; 
‘Ātiu, Ma‘uke, 1994; Penrhyn, Rarotonga, n.d.) 
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Appendix D: Cook Islands Māori: Nomenclature and Orthography 

Among Cook Islanders, the term Cook Islands Māori can mean any of several dialects and 
languages: 

CIM Variant Name Notes 

Māori Short form, often found in academic literature 

Te Reo Māori Lit., ‘the Māori language’ 

Maori Kuki Airani Lit., ‘Cook Islands Māori’ 

Te Reo Ipukarea Lit., ‘language of the homeland’ 

Te Reo Tupuna Lit., ‘language of the ancestors’ 

Te Reo ‘Enua  Lit., ‘language of the island,’ ‘language of the country’ 

Manihiki/Rakahanga 
Not CIM but an East Polynesian language spoken by about 2,500 
people on the islands of Manihiki and Rakahanga; ISO-693-3 code 
‘rkh’ 

Mangarongaro 
Not CIM but an East Polynesian language spoken by about 250 
people on Penrhyn (also known as Penrhynese and Tongareva); ISO-
693-3 code ‘pnh’ 

Te Reo Māori Kūki 
‘Āirani 

Lit., ‘the Māori language of the Cook Islands’; refers to East 
Polynesian varieties of CIM 

Te Reo Māori o te 
Pae Tonga o te Kuki 
Airani 

Southern Cook Islands Māori 

Te Reo Māori o te 
Pae Tokerau 

Northern Cook Islands Māori 

Reo [island name] Refers to the language or dialect of [island name] 

Source: Nicholas, Sally Akevai. ‘Language Contexts: Te Reo Māori o te Pae Tonga o te Kuki Airani also known as 
Southern Cook Islands Māori.’ In Austin, Peter K. and Lauren Gawne (editors). Language Documentation and 
Description, vol. 15. London: EL Publishing, 2018: 36-64. 

On the other hand, linguists–who are predominantly non-Cook Islanders–refer to CIM as 
Rarotongan, which Cook Islanders consider to be the dialect spoken by Rarotongans.19 Te Reo 
Maori Act ignores distinctions altogether, subsuming all CIM dialects under the rubric Maori. For 
linguistic preservation, the Act even classifies as CIM the unrelated Pukapukan (an isolated 
language possibly related to Samoan, also known as Bukabukan; ISO-693-3 code ‘pkp’), spoken 
by 450 people on the outlying island of Pukapuka. Still, Rarotongan prevails in media, education, 
church functions, and government communications for two reasons.  

First, 72 percent of all non-expatriate Cook Islanders live on Rarotonga. Second, CIM had no script 
until the mid-nineteenth century when John Williams, member of the London Missionary Society 
(‘LMS’), devised one to write Rarotongan-language hymnals, catechisms, and children’s books. 
The first full Rarotongan Bible translation (Te Biblia Tapu Ra, 1888) enhanced the dialect’s 

                                                      
19 Hence the ‘rar’ ISO-693-3 code. 
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prestige to this day.20 But LMS efforts also created certain problems of orthography.  

The missionaries wrote and translated CIM ministry materials for readers who already knew 
Rarotongan. They marked diacritics haphazardly, confident that Cook Islanders would distinguish 
between similarly spelled but semantically different words. The Te Biblia orthography became 
sacrosanct, resistant to reform. Capitalizing upon tradition and reverence, the Bible Society of 
the South Pacific published a revised New Testament translation in 2014, paying strict attention 
to correct use of mākarōna and amata, with the hope of insensibly leading the faithful on the 
path toward orthographic rectitude.21 

  

                                                      
20 Indeed, Te Biblia is the most widely read work in CIM. Translated portions of the New Testament were published as early as 
1831. Even a century after publication of a complete CIM Bible, other dialects and the Northern Group languages were rarely 
written (Nicholas, op cit., p. 54). Any Cook Islander who could read, read the Rarotongan Bible. 
21 Use of the CIM Bible as orthographic, grammatical, and stylistic guide cannot be overstated: ‘The lack of resources such as 
reading and reference materials hinders the teaching of Cook Islands Maori as a subject at all levels: primary, secondary, and 
tertiary (Teachers’ Training College). There are no set texts for Cook Islands Maori as a subject, at any level. Teachers explain how 
difficult it is to teach with such limitations. Some occasionally use the Bible as a language reference.’ Balawa, Vilisi. ‘Cook Islands 
Maori.’ In Mugler, France and John Lynch (editors), Pacific Languages in Education. Suva: Institute of Pacific Languages, 1996: 
137-141. See as well: Nicholas, Sally Akevai Te Namu (University of Auckland Aotearoa/New Zealand). ‘Orthographic Reform in 
Cook Islands Māori: Human Considerations and Language Revitalisation Implications.’ Presented at the Third International 
Conference on Language Documentation and Conservation (ICLDC), ‘Sharing Worlds of Knowledge,’ University of Hawai‘i at 
Mānoa, February 28-March 3, 2013. 
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Appendix E: Palmerston Island Language and Place Names 

One of the most isolated features in the world, Palmerston Island presents a unique case in 
toponymy. In 1862, Englishman William Marsters (born 1831 as Richard William Masters) settled 
on then-uninhabited Palmerston with two, later three, Cook Island wives. Their descendants 
populated the atoll, which today is home to about 60 interrelated people. Marsters forbade his 
family to speak CIM. After eight generations, Palmerston Island English, a dialect of British English 
inflected by CIM, has become the native language.22  

Though most place names on the island are in English, they may at first be mistaken for mere 
generics. Feature scarcity and social density have allowed for strong contextual understanding of 
local geography among the inhabitants. Hence, Palmerston Islanders have given specific features 
simple and occasionally whimsical place names such as Tom’s, The Beach, The Generator, The 
Taro Swamp, and Scratch-My-Arse Rock. 23  When accurate geographical coordinates can be 
attached to such names, they should be collected as N-type (‘Approved’). The map below is the 
only one known to have been published by Palmerston Islanders themselves. 

                                                      
22 Hendery, R. and Sabine Ehrhart. ‘Palmerston Island English.’ In Kortmann, B. and K. Lunkenheimer (editors), Mouton World 
Atlas of Variation in English. Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012: pp. 628-642. 
23 For a fuller discussion of Palmerston Island place names, see Hendery, Rachel, ‘Populating the Landscape with Absent Friends: 
The Use of Personal Names in Palmerston Island Toponyms.’ Island Studies Journal, Vol. 11, No. 2, pp. 359-368. 
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